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Preliminary Consultation 

MONTGOMERY COUNTY HISTORIC PRESERVATION COMMISSION  

STAFF REPORT 

 

Address: 900 Jessup Blair Dr., Takoma Park Meeting Date: 6/27/18 

 

Resource: Individually Listed Master Plan Site Report Date: 6/20/18 

 The Moorings/Jessup Blair House 

  

Applicant:  M-NCPPC Public Notice: 6/13/18 

  

Review: Preliminary Consultation Staff: Dan Bruechert   

   

Proposal: Building Rehabilitation 

 

 

STAFF RECOMMENDATION   

Staff recommends the applicant make the recommended changes from the HPC and return for a 

Historic Area Work Permit. 
 

ARCHITECTURAL DESCRIPTION 

SIGNIFICANCE: Individually Listed Master Plan Site: The Moorings/Jessup Blair House 

STYLE: Federal/Greek Revival/Colonial Revival 

DATE: 1850 

 

From Places from the Past: 

“Originally known as The Moorings, the Blair family built this distinguished residence about 

1850 as a summer retreat.  The square, two-story frame house incorporates elements of Federal 

and Greek Revival styling, the design of the house has an unusual level of sophistication for the 

area.  High style features include wooden corner quoins, louvered cupola, and paneled window 

openings.  A pronounced door cornice with wide frieze rests on slender pilasters.  Form nay 

years, the residence was home to Mary J. Blair, daughter-in-law of Francis Preston Blair, whose 

Silver Spring estate, located on the opposite side of Georgia Avenue, was namesake to the 

community.  Mrs. Blair maintained a Washington residence in addition to this summer residence.  

Postmaster General Montgomery Blair, brother-in-law of Mary Blair, resided at The Moorings in 

the 1860s.  The property remined in the Blair family until 1937 when Violet Blair Janin, 

grandchild of Francis Preston Blair, dedicated the property to the State of Maryland as a 

memorial to her brother, Jessup Blair. 
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PROPOSAL 

The applicant proposes to rehabilitate the building in six primary areas: 

• Replace all windows; 

• Remove the existing ADA ramp and replace it with a reconfigured ramp; 

• Install a bilco metal cover over areaway on the south elevation; 

• Convert a window on the rear into a door; 

• Minor alterations for mechanical systems; and, 

• Abandon an areaway on the south elevation to the library wing 

  

APPLICABLE GUIDELINES 

Proposed alterations to individual Master Plan Sites are reviewed under Montgomery County 

Code Chapter 24A (Chapter 24A) and the Secretary of the Interior’s Standards for 

Rehabilitation.  Rehabilitation is defined as the act or process of making possible a compatible 

use for a property through repair, alterations, and additions while preserving those portions or 

features, which convey its historical, cultural, or architectural values. 

 

Montgomery County Code, Chapter 24A Historic Resources Preservation 

 (b) The commission shall instruct the director to issue a permit, or issue a permit subject to 

such conditions as are found to be necessary to insure conformity with the purposes and 

requirements of this chapter, if it finds that:  

(1) The proposal will not substantially alter the exterior features of an historic site or 

historic resource within an historic district; or  

(2) The proposal is compatible in character and nature with the historical, archeological, 

architectural or cultural features of the historic site or the historic district in which an 

historic resource is located and would not be detrimental thereto or to the achievement of 

the purposes of this chapter;  
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Secretary of the Interior’s Standards for Rehabilitation 

2. The historic character of a property will be retained and preserved.  The removal of 

distinctive materials or alteration of features, space and spatial relationships that 

characterize a property will be avoided. 

3. Each property will be recognized as a physical record of its time, place and use.  Changes 

that create a false sense of historical development, such as adding conjectural features or 

elements from other historic properties, will not be undertaken. 

4. Changes to a property that has acquired historic significance in their own right will be 

retained and preserved. 

5. Distinctive materials, features, finishes and construction techniques or examples of 

craftsmanship that characterize a property will be preserved. 

6. Deteriorated historic features will be repaired rather than replaced.  Where the severity of 

deterioration requires replacement of a distinctive feature, the new feature will match the 

old in design, color, texture, and, where possible, materials.  Replacement of missing 

features will be substantiated by documentary and physical evidence. 

9. will not destroy historic materials, features, and spatial relationships that characterize the 

property.  The new work shall be differentiated from the old and will be compatible with 

the historic materials, features, size, scale and proportions, and massing to protect the 

integrity of the property and its environment. 

10. New additions and adjacent or related new construction will be undertaken in such a 

manner that, if removed in the future, the essential form and integrity of the historic 

property and its environment would be unimpaired. 

 

STAFF DISCUSSION 

 

Window Replacement 

The applicant proposes to remove all of the existing windows in the property and replace them.  

The applicant identified five general window types in the application and accompanying window 

survey.  There is physical evidence that all of the windows (the paired eight-light casement 

windows, wooden multi-light sash windows with metal sash cords, multi-light sash windows, 

single hung sash windows, and twelve-over-twelve sash windows) were installed later than the 

building’s 1850 construction date.  The windows in the library likely date to its 1942 

construction, however, an exact date for the other windows is challenging to identify.  All of the 

interior trim has been removed and only the windows from the 1942 addition retain their sills 

(see the attached window survey: Circle ___). 

 

In reviewing the materials presented in the application and observations at a site visit, Staff finds 

that the windows in the building are not original to the house and have deteriorated beyond 

repair.   The applicant seeks HPC guidance on the appropriateness of a complete window 

removal and Staff encourages the HPC to detail preferred specifications for replacement 

windows. 

 

Remove the Existing ADA Ramp and Replace it with a Reconfigured Ramp 

The existing ADA ramp is located between the historic house massing and the library wing.  It is 

constructed out of brick and poured concrete with an aluminum railing and does not meet current 

building codes.  The existing ramp and railing also eliminate access to non-historic brick steps.   
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The applicant proposes to install a new code-compliant ramp and stairs that will be installed to 

provide access to the same entrance.  The run of the proposed ramp extends to the south in front 

of the library wing before a 180º turn north to the door.  Materials in the renderings show the 

ramp will have face brick and a pipe metal railing.  To accommodate the reconfigured ramp, the 

swing of the door will have to be reversed.   

 

Staff finds that while the proposed ramp will obscure more of the library wing than the existing 

ramp configuration, the proposal will create a safer, more usable entrance without detracting 

from the more highly decorated front elevation.  Additionally, as the library space is to be 

community oriented, direct access to this space is significant to the proposed building operation.  

Staff further finds that changing the door swing will not detract from the historic character of the 

building and supports its approval. 

 

The applicant seeks HPC guidance on the appropriateness of this design solution. 

 

Install A Bilco Metal Cover Over Areaway on the South Elevation 

To the west of the ADA ramp is a narrow areaway that provides access to the basement below 

the historic house.  There is a non-historic aluminum railing around this areaway.  Access to this 

space needs to be maintained for proper building maintenance.  This proposal will not relocate 

the existing gas meter. 

 

The applicant proposes to remove the aluminum railing and to install a new bilco-type door.  

Staff finds that this proposal would de-clutter the appearance around the building by removing a 

non-historic railing and installing a new door at grade.  Staff finds that this proposal will not 

substantially alter any of the historic features of the house and supports the proposal in concept. 

 

The applicant seeks HPC guidance on the appropriateness of this solution as rehabilitation plans 

are further developed. 

 

Convert a Window on the Rear into a Door 

The library wing to the southwest of the main house requires a secondary means of egress for 

occupancy.  The applicant proposes converting a window on the east (rear) elevation of the 

library into a door.  The door will be accessed by a new wooden set of stairs and landing.   

 

The plans show a four-panel door with a transom above.  It appears as though the window head 

height will match the transom head.  Staff finds that this will create a more unified appearance 

that is compatible with the historic appearance.  Staff further finds that the proposed location will 

in the southeast corner will have the least visual impact on the building’s features. 

 

The applicant seeks HPC guidance on the appropriates of creating a secondary means of egress 

in this location. 

 

Abandoning an Areaway on the South Elevation to the Library Wing 

On the south elevation of the library wing, below the bay window, is an areaway that provides 

exterior access to the basement.  Due to significant water infiltration through this area, the 
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applicant proposes to abandon this areaway and back fill, grade, and landscape the planting bed.  

The basement space of the library wing has been utilized as a public space since its construction.  

Staff finds the stairs to be integral to the historic operation of the library wing.  However, Staff 

recognizes that the stairs are not code compliant, and to make them code compliant would 

require enlarging the areaway significantly.  When evaluating the proposal in totality, Staff 

supports the proposal to back fill this space and landscape it appropriately.   

The applicant seeks HPC guidance on the appropriateness of abandoning this areaway and 

backfilling and landscaping the space. 

Minor Alterations for Mechanical Systems 

The applicant proposes to make several modifications to mechanical systems in the house.  

These alterations will require the introduction of new vents and exterior mechanical systems.  

The applicant did not provide specifics about these proposals but indicates that the new systems 

will be installed to the rear of the house.  Staff recommends any relocated mechanical systems be 

placed to the rear to minimize the visual impact on the historic house. 

STAFF RECOMMENDATION 

Staff recommends the applicant make the recommended changes from the HPC and return for a 

Historic Area Work Permit. 
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Jesup Blair Window Inventory and Assessment 

Key 

❶ Windows identified with a black circle (❶) are mul�-

light wooden, (likely) single-hung sash windows.  The 

bottom sash is weighted by metal tape that spools into 

a circular, disc-like cassette, similar to a tape measure.  

These cassettes are inserted into the studs that frame 

each window opening. Though consultation with 

architectural historians at Mount Vernon, it was 

determined that these are ‘strap pulleys’ that were in 

wide use beginning at the turn of the 20th century.  

These strap pulleys were employed when the window 

frame was constructed without enough room for pocket 

weights, as is the case in the Jesup Blair House. The 

earliest patent known to Mount Vernon staff is c1880s, 

which post-dates Jesup Blair House’s date of 

construction.  The popularity of this system through the 

twentieth century, particularly in situations that did not 

allow for pocket weights, gives credence to the theory that these windows date to a later 

development phase, including possibly the significant building campaign in the 1940s. 

<22> Windows identified with ‘less-than, greater-than’ symbols (<22>) are multi-light wooden, 

double-hung sash windows, with traditional sash weights suspended by rope cords. 

[4] Windows identified with brackets ([4]) are paired, eight-

light wooden casement windows with what appears to 

be 20th century hinges and hardware. 

⑥ Windows identified with a white circle (⑥) are six-over-

six, (likely) single-hung wooden sash windows with 

traditional sash weights suspended by rope cords.  

These windows are located exclusively in the Library 

addition, which was constructed in 1942. 

16 Windows identified with simple digits (16) are twelve-over-twelve, wooden sash windows.  

These windows are non-historic, obviously dating to a later building phase.  They employ 

aluminum tracks and flashing (and possibly springs), rather than sash weights.   
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    ❶  ❷  ❸ 

    [4]     [5]    ⑥ ⑦ ⑧ 

 

Main Mass 

❶❷❸ Six/Six (likely) single-hung sash with weighted coil tape 

[4][5]   Paired eight-light casement 

Library Addition 

⑥⑦⑧ Six/Six (likely single-hung) sash with pocket weight 
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      ❾   ❿ ⓭ ⓮⓯ 

      ⓫  ⓬  16  17  ⑱⑲⑳ 

 

Main Mass 

❾❿⓫⓬ Six/Six (likely) single-hung sash with weighted coil tape 

Rear Ell 

⓭⓮⓯  Six/Six (likely) single-hung sash with weighted coil tape 

16, 17 12/12 double-hung, later replacements with aluminum tracks 

and flashing  

Library Addition 

⑱⑲⑳  Six/Six (likely single-hung) sash with pocket weight 
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                <22> 

 

                  <25><26><23> 

Main Mass 

   Six/Six (likely) single-hung sash with weighted coil tape 

<22>    Six/Six, double-hung sash with pocket weights 

<23>    Four/Four, double-hung sash with pocket weights 

Rear Ell 

      Six/Six (likely single-hung) sash with pocket weight 

<25><26>  Four/Four, double-hung sash with pocket weights 

Library Addition 

 Six/Six (likely single-hung) sash with 

pocket weight 

  

Currently a window; proposed for 

replacement with door for egress 

Misdrawn as 4/4; 

actually six/six 
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     <38><39><40> 

Main Mass 

Six/Six (likely) single-hung sash with weighted 

coil tape 

Rear Ell 

Six/Six (likely) single-hung sash w/ weighted coil tape 

<38><39><40> Four/Four, double-hung sash with pocket weights 

Library Addition 

Six/Six (likely single-hung) sash with pocket weight 

 

33 34 

31 32 35 36 37 

41 42 

33 34 31 32 

35 36 37 

41 42 
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Window Type: “Tape Pulley” Windows

• Identified with a black circle (❶). Multi-light 
wooden, (possibly) single-hung sash windows.  The 
bottom sash is weighted by metal tape that spools 
into a circular, disc-like cassette, similar to a tape 
measure.  These cassettes are inserted into the 
studs that frame each window opening. Though 
consultation with architectural historians at Mount 
Vernon, it was determined that these are ‘strap 
pulleys’ that were in wide use beginning at the 
turn of the 20th century.  These strap pulleys were 
employed when the window frame was 
constructed without enough room for pocket 
weights, as is the case in the Jesup Blair House. 
The earliest patent known to Mount Vernon staff is 
c1880s, which post-dates Jesup Blair House’s date 
of construction.  The popularity of this system 
through the twentieth century, particularly in 
situations that did not allow for pocket weights, 
gives credence to the theory that these windows 
date to a later development phase, including 
possibly the significant campaign in the 1930s.
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Window Type: “Tape Pulley” Windows

• 18 windows

• Located in the main historic 
mass and second floor of rear 
ell.
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Window Type: Double-Hung Sash Windows

• Identified with ‘less-than, 
greater-than’ symbols (<22>). 
Multi-light wooden, double-
hung sash windows, with 
traditional sash weights 
suspended by rope cords.
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Window Type: Double-Hung Sash Windows

• One 6/6 and six 4/4 windows

• Located in the rear (east) 
elevation of the main mass and 
the rear (east) and left (north) 
elevation of the rear ell.
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Window Type: Paired Eight-light Casement 
Windows
• Identified with brackets ([4]). 

Paired eight-light wooden 
casement windows, with what 
appears to be 20th century 
hinges and hardware.
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Window Type: Paired Eight-light Casement 
Windows
• Two paired eight-light casements 

• First floor of the front (west) 
elevation.
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Window Type: c1942 6/6 Sash Windows

• Identified with a white circle 
(⑥). Six-over-six, (likely) single-
hung wooden sash windows 
with traditional sash weights 
suspended by rope cords. These 
windows are located exclusively 
in the Library addition, which 
was constructed in 1942.
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Window Type: c1942 6/6 Sash Windows

• Thirteen 6/6 windows

• Located in the library addition, 
constructed in 1942, and rear 
(east) elevation of the ‘library 
connector’.
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Window Type: 12/12 Metal Track Sash 
Windows
• Identified with simple digits (16). 

Twelve-over-twelve, wooden 
sash windows, employing 
aluminum tracks and flashing 
(and possibly springs), rather 
than sash weights.  These 
windows are non-historic, 
obviously dating to a later 
building phase.
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Window Type: 12/12 Metal Track Sash 
Windows
• Two 12/12 sash windows

• First floor of the right (south) 
elevation of the ‘library 
connector’.
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Window Location, Type & Condition
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